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Å²ƘŀǘΣ ǿƘȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /Ŝƴǎǳǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀ ό¦!ύ ŘŜƭƛƴŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ

ÅKey UA criteria changes from 2010 ς2020.

ÅKey UA trends for the U.S. and Texas from 2010 ς2020.

ÅBeyond 2020.

Overview
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Lǘ ǾŀǊƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ άǳǊōŀƴέ ƻǊ άǊǳǊŀƭέ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΦ

Tribal, federal, state, and local agencies and offices develop different 
urban and rural definitions depending on their programmatic needs 
and uses, including:
Åallocating program funds,

Åsetting program standards, and

Åimplementing and measuring aspects of their programs.

How does the Federal Government Define Urban and Rural?

Geographic 
Delineation 

Agency/office criteria 
based on their 

programmatic needs

+ =
Urban or Rural 

definition used by the 
agency/office



5

How does the Federal Government Define Urban and Rural?



Geographic Delineation Unit of 
Geography

tǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴΧ

Census UAs and Rural
Territory

Census Blocks Å Housing unit and population counts and densities.
Å Land use.
Å Commuting.

Metropolitan and
MicropolitanStatistical
Areas (Core Based 
Statistical Areas)

Counties Å Census UAs.
Å Commuting.

Rural-Urban
Commuting
Areas (RUCA)

Census Tracts Å Census UAs.
Å Commuting.

6

Commonly used federal geographic delineation sources used by federal agencies in 
defining urban and rural:

How does the Federal Government Define Urban and Rural?
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The Census Bureau delineates UAs for statistical data 
tabulation, publication, and analysis.

However, the Census Bureau recognizes that many tribal, 
federal, state, and local governments define their 
program requirements based on the urban and rural 
delineation.  

For this reason, the Census Bureau:

ÅInvites all stakeholders to actively participate in reviewing and 
commenting on proposed updates to the UA criteria via the 
Federal Register Notice leading up to the Decennial Census. 

ÅInvites all stakeholders to ask questions.  The Census Bureau works 
with tribal, federal, state, and local agencies as well as other 
stakeholders to ensure understanding of our classification.

Why does the Census Bureau delineate UAs?



What are Census UAs?

ÅPurpose: Delineation of geographical areas, 
identifying individual UAs and the rural 
portion of the nation, for the tabulation and 
presentation of statistical data.

ÅCensus Bureau UAs:
ÅRepresent densely developed territory.

ÅEncompass residential, commercial, and other 
non-residential urban land uses. 

Urban 
Area

Population and 
Housing Unit 
Thresholds

Density 
Thresholds

Urban Land Use

Linking 
Development 

Across 
Landscapes

Splitting Large 
Agglomerations
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UA Delineation: Evolution Over Time

ÅThe history of UA delineation is marked by change and re-evaluation of the 
thresholdsand criteria for delineating UAs after each decennial census.

ÅThe Census Bureau has delineated UAs since the late 1800s.

ÅModern UA concepts began with the 1950 Census to capturegrowing suburban 
development.

ÅCensus 2000 moved from primarily interactive to primarily automated process.

ÅConcepts have been refined each decade as technology and data availability has 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ƻǳǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ άǳǊōŀƴέ ŀƴŘ ϦǊǳǊŀƭϦ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘΦ
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Publish UAs and 
UA products

Evaluate UAs and 
innovate 

Develop proposed 
criteria and 
delineation 

methodology

Publish proposed 
criteria for 
comment

Publish final 
criteria and 

finalize 
methodology

Delineate UAs 
after Decennial 

Census

UA Program Cycle

Data user comments 
and feedback

Census Bureau lessons 
learned and research

Availability of new 
data and technology

Data user comments 
and feedback
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The Census Bureau uses a nationally-consistent, objective approach, to create 
UAs and rural territory.  These areas are designed to meet the needs of a broad 
range of analysts and users interested in the definition of and data for urban and 
rural communities for statistical purposes. 

In 2020, the final delineation criteria were implemented using:
ÅPython-based delineation software.
ÅCensus blocks and Decennial Census block-level housing unit and population data.
ÅImpervious surface, hydrography, and wetlands data.
ÅSources: Census MAF/TIGER System, National Land Cover Dataset, and Coastal Change 

Analysis Program.
ÅCommuting data.
ÅSource: Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics Origin-Destination Employment Statistics 

(LODES).

How are UAs Delineated?



UA Delineation Steps

6. Indentations5. Enclaves
4. 

Nonresidential 
Territory

3. Low-Density 
Fill

2. Hops and 
Jumps

1. Urban Core 
Formation

11. UA Naming
10. Final UA 

Review
9. UA 

Qualification
8. Splitting7. Merging
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Step 1: Urban Core Formation

Eligible 
Block 
Areas

Housing Units 
per Square 

Mile Density

Impervious 
Surface

Group 
Quarters (GQ)
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Step 2: Hops and Jumps

ÅConnect noncontiguous urban territory through road connections. 
ÅHops occur first.  
Å Maximum hop distance is 0.5 miles.
Å Hops continue to propagate until there are no more qualified connections.

ÅJumps occur after hops are completed.  
Å Jump distance is between 0.5 and 1.5 miles.
Å Jumps only occur once, then stop. 

Hop

Jumps
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Adding blocks with low housing density and 
nonresidential urban land uses (e.g., airports, 
commercial and industrial parks on the edges 
of areas).

Steps 3-6: Adding territory

Filling enclaves.

Filling indentations.



Step 7 and 8: Merging and Splitting

Merge eligibility: Areasthat would not qualify 
as final UAs that are within 0.25 miles of 
qualifying areas. 

Split eligibility: Separate UAs for the 2010 Census 
or areasconnected via low-density fill (in step 4). 

Split location: Determined using commuter data.

Post-Merge

Pre-Merge
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Post-Split

Pre-Split


